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VALUE OF SOCIAL ACTIVITIES IN NURSING 
EDUCATION 1 

By AMY H. TRENCH, R.N. 
New York, N. Y. 

In considering the value of social activities in nursing education 
the subject can be looked at from two standpoints. First, the benefit 
the students derive both physically and mentally from participation 
in those social activities which are most congenial to them and which, 
therefore, give the most satisfactory relaxation necessary for their 
nursing life; second, the inestimable value obtained by the individual 
and the group from well directed social organizations which aid in 
development of character, promotion of group interests and efficiency 
in corporate work. 

Play or recreation of one kind or another is considered in every 
public school, college and other institution working for the betterment 
and welfare of society. Definite consideration is given to the number 
of hours and kind of recreative activities fitted to the particular needs 
of the individuals being considered. This course is followed not only 
for the promotion and preservation of health but also as an aid to 
better mental development. Student nurses need specially planned 
recreative diversions to offset the more serious activities of their nurs- 
ing life. Active recreation or play results in greater power and en- 
durance and the students need this to carry them through the long 
working hours during which time they labor under unusually severe 
mental and physical strain. 

The social activities of the home life are not introduced and fostered 
as they ought to be. New students are apt to be impressed with the 
idea that they must not put themselves forward in any way. The 
social privileges allowed are for the benefit of the older ones. In some 
schools traditional ideas of military discipline cause a decided line of 
demarcation, during the hours off duty, between the probationers 
and others, and between the junior, intermediate, and senior classes 
of the school. This system of class distinction reacts on the younger 
groups to the point of making them withdraw from social intercourse 
with others in the home. By the time these groups attain the ranks 
of intermediates and seniors, nearly all interests in social affairs has 

1 Read at the meeting of the New York State League of Nursing Education, 
Oetober 19, 1917. 
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ceased. Class after class goes through a similar experience. At the 
end of three years of such a life the young nurses have lapsed into one- 
sided individuals, developed only for the actual nursing care of the 
sick. Their interest in others goes no further than among those en- 
gaged in, or allied to, the nursing profession. Most of these nurses 
leave the schools without any bonds of loyalty or duty to their alma 
mater. 

From the standpoint of construction, many nursing schools are 
not fitted to provide the right social environment for their students. 
One large reception room is surely not sufficient to allow the different 
groups to carry on their special activities. As an educational center, 
responsible for the moral, intellectual, and physical development of 
the students, special thought should be given to that part of the ed- 
ucational scheme which provides for the recreative activities of the 
young women. A reading room at a reasonable distance from other 
rooms, a sitting room or two and a general reception room should not 
be too great a demand on an up-to-date nursing school. Some schools 
have the facilities but they are not used to the best advantage. 

Other educational institutions for young women have long ago 
recognized the importance of social activities in the student's fife. In 
most colleges social activities are controlled by the students, the in- 
stitution having considered the home conditions so as to afford every 
opportunity. A small theater or concert hall forms part of the col- 
lege buildings; rooms are available for receptions, dances and club 
gatherings; outdoor life is provided for by the college campus and the 
field for games; and in some localities, water sports are encouraged. 
Students are not expected to allow their social engagements to inter- 
fere with their college work and all entertainments given by the stu- 
dent classes or clubs have to be approved by the president's office. 
Some colleges set aside certain evenings for student social activities, 
such as lectures, plays and concerts, but in all of them social activities 
are provided for in one form or another. 

In some colleges, the social life is made up in part of activities 
which center in the house in which the students live. Each house, 
for instance, makes something of Hallowe'en and Valentine's Day 
and observes other holidays much as a family might. In the second 
place, the social activities are expressed in their clubs, some of which 
are organized literary societies, some of which are departmental, some 
take care of the religious and philanthropic sides and some are 
designed for purely social purposes, as for instance, the clubs made 
up of students from different states. In the third place, there are 
certain social activities which include all the students. In one of the 
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well-known colleges the classes are divided alphabetically into four 
divisions. Each division gives one play a year. All four classes are 
divided into eight divisions, each of which gives an informal dance 
lasting from 7.30 to 9.30. Only the students are guests at these affairs. 
They have two functions during the year to which men may be invited, 
the Glee Club concert and the Junior Promenade. Another delightful 
piece of student social activity is the entertainment of the Freshman 
classes as they come in, and of the Seniors when they go out. Social 
activities are important in a college girl's life partly because they con- 
tribute to the pleasure of living, which is of itself important, and partly 
because they give training in social conventions, in ability to cooperate 
with other people, and in the competent handling of affairs. 

Not only in the college do we find that this need is appreciated. 
The department stores are also doing all they can to promote efficiency 
and cooperation among their employees by encouraging group in- 
terests, and by well-organized social activities. They give every 
opportunity to their young people to have a good time in a wholesome, 
approved way. They believe that outside interests brought into the 
store life create an atmosphere of good fellowship and link the em- 
ployees into a cooperative store family. The policy of one of the 
large stores regarding its employees is to have them as individuals, 
intelligent, loyal, and satisfied. In the reading room of the store 
daily papers and magazines are supplied which will be of interest to 
the employees and the book cases are filled with reading matter. 
They have established a substation of the Public Library and thus 
the employees have access to all the reading matter of that great in- 
stitution. Rest rooms are provided, one for men and one for women. 
In the women's room, special entertainments are frequently introduced 
at the noon hour. These entertainments may consist of vocal or 
instrumental music or a reader. The employees of the store have 
founded a choral society of one hundred and fifty members who re- 
hearse every Monday evening and give a concert each year. They 
began with part songs but have since rendered "The Creation," 
"King Olaf," Mendelssohn's "Hymn of Praise" and many others. 

In another department store the point is emphasized that all their 
social activities are in charge of a self-governing "Employees' Associa- 
tion." The element of paternalism has been absolutely eliminated. 
The employees of this store have a girl's club, and a women's club, a 
choral club, women's bowling league, and a dancing class for both 
sexes. These organizations are established with the idea of providing 
additional opportunities for recreation and for social intercourse. 
They also furnish valuable experience in organization work, and the 
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social intercourse necessary to these activities increases the spirit of 
cooperation. Because the members are so banded together and have 
a personally governed organization, they feel a personal interest in its 
success and a pride in the business that makes such an organization 
possible. 

These examples, showing what the colleges have long ago estab- 
lished for the purpose of social activities among their students, and what 
the department stores are doing for the betterment of their employees, 
present very valuable suggestions for use in our nursing schools. 

There may be some schools which give sufficient freedom of action 
to their pupils to enable them to conduct their own social activ- 
ities without the guidance of the members of the institution. These 
schools may have among their pupils a large number of young women 
who have had the advantage of a college education, and who have 
enjoyed the opportunities given for initiative and leadership under the 
student self-government of their colleges. Nursing schools with such 
desirable pupils and conditions can well afford to place the manage- 
ment of social activities in the hands of these pupils; there will be 
many well-balanced leaders among such a group to help those who 
are less responsible in the control of their social life. Such ideal con- 
ditions, however, can scarcely be looked for in all our schools yet. 
In the meantime, a great deal of help can be given to our pupils to 
make life in the nurses' home more truly homelike and more profit- 
able to their future. 

A few nursing schools are doing something definite towards help- 
ing their young women to develop interests other than along the lines 
of actual nursing duties. In one of the well-known schools there is a 
resident social and physical director; she is a college graduate and is 
not a nurse. She stands in the position of friend and adviser to the 
students in the home. Her presence there bears no relation whatever 
to nursing duties or instruction. Her educational work deals with the 
young woman and not with the nurse. She helps to organize the clubs, 
each class in this school having a club, and helps the members to get 
the most out of such organizations. She chaperons them in visits to 
points of interest in the neighboring city, coaches them in their out- 
door sports, such as tennis, basketball, and archery, and helps to make 
life in the home congenial and happy. No strenuous gymnasium work 
is undertaken by the pupils of this school, but folk dancing, besides 
meeting the need of a regular form of exercise, gives complete relaxa- 
tion through its pure fun. This nurses' home has two pianos, a vic- 
trola with about two hundred records, a reading room with many of 
the current magazines, a reference library, and is also a substation of 
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the public library with an average of one hundred new volumes each 
month. During the summer outdoor games are encouraged. Tennis 
tournaments are held, prizes being offered to the winners in singles as 
well as in doubles. In winter one of the tennis courts is flooded for 
skating and a great deal of fun is derived from the use of the toboggan 
slide. It is very evident that a considerable amount of time and 
thought has been expended on these activities for the benefit of the 
nurses. It is not a difficult matter to decide what the reaction must 
be on the mental and physical lives of these young girls who are so 
carefully and wisely considered. 

All schools may not have the advantage of ample grounds around 
the Nurses' Home which would enable them to develop such an 
ideal life for the pupils; but even in a city a great many things can 
be done to make the home the social center. Activities might be 
directed from the home by affiliation with a swimming pool. It is 
always possible to find a vacant lot which can be rented for a small 
amount and which can be used for a tennis court. The many points 
of interest in a large city give rich material for promoting the social 
interests of the pupils; but any outside interests should have the recog- 
nition of the school, not necessarily with the idea of paternalism which 
tends to crush initiative, but for the sake of giving the ordinary home 
protection to our young nurses. Many of them are very young girls, 
full of energy and in possession of the play and social instincts natural 
to the young. They want to have a good time and if the nursing 
schools still hold to the old idea that there can be no division of in- 
terests in the life of the pupils, if our schools demand concentration 
on the care of the sick in the institution, without taking into consid- 
eration the youthful instincts of the pupils, then our young women 
will, without hesitation, find the ways and means of having a good 
time. 

It may not be possible to have social directors in all our nurses' 
homes, but sufficient interest from those on the school staff would 
make it possible for the pupils to have advisers and friends to help 
them in creating the right kind of social environment. It should be 
borne in mind that a large majority of pupils come from distant cities, 
towns, states, or countries. They may have few or no acquaintances 
near-by. If the school does not take an active part in providing the 
right kind of recreation for them, one of two things is likely to happen. 
The young girl finds her social life where and how she can, very often 
being ignorant of the dangers around her. She may make undesirable 
acquaintances or she may be fortunate enough to make very good 
friends, but she finds the diversion she needs without any assistance 
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from her school. On the other hand, the girls who are not brave 
enough to venture into unknown surroundings alone, remain in the 
training school day after day and evening after evening. They have 
no other social life but the companionship of others with like 
difficulties. Their interests become narrow, being limited to the hos- 
pital and the doings of the hospital. After three years in the school 
these nurses care little about social activities which bring them in 
contact with people in other professions or lines of business. 

In some nurses' homes parties are given at which a class acts as 
the hostess of the evening. Sometimes two or three pupils will give 
an informal reception or social. In some homes, friends are invited 
to these functions and the internes of the hospital are included. This 
reasonable amount of diversion should give the nurses an opportunity 
to put on their pretty clothes and to meet each other and outside 
friends in a social way. Dancing is encouraged in almost every school 
and the response is always most enthusiastic. 

In another school, the home was constructed with the idea of being 
a real home. In the reading room which is always well supplied with 
the current magazines, there is an open fireplace which the nurses 
enjoy heartily. A room containing a piano and victrola is used for 
music, singing, and dancing. Dancing classes are held once weekly 
and a party is given every month or six weeks to which friends are 
invited. In this school the different classes act as hostesses, taking 
it in turn. A third room serves for games, such as cards, puzzles, etc. 
A fourth room is used for callers. This school does nothing in the 
line of club organizations among the nurses, but some religious activi- 
ties are recognized such as bible class, St. Barnabas' Guild, etc. 
Groups attend art galleries, museums, lectures, and entertainments. 
A point of particular interest concerning this school is that the su- 
perintendent of nurses says "we" attend art galleries, museums, etc. 
Just a little more of the "we" spirit in our nursing schools would clear 
away many of the existing difficulties in providing the social environ- 
ment for the pupils. The nurses of this school entertain the tubercular 
patients once monthly by playing, reading, and reciting. It is en- 
tirely voluntary service and must give pleasure to both patients and 
nurses. 

We are passing through an age of educational experiment in our 
nursing world. A reshaping of our ideas has been forced upon us by 
the changed and changing conditions of society and by the ever widen- 
ing circle of influence for nurses. Our nursing world is larger in all 
its aspects than that in which the nurses of twenty or even ten years 
ago lived. This fact has brought new and serious problems to solve 
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and compelled a larger view if we would solve them well. It is essen- 
tial, therefore, that the things that are valuable, and which would 
modify our educational practice or be amalgamated with it, should 
be made use of. This demands perspective which can only be obtained 
by setting before the mind a general view of the thing that belongs to 
the education, the progress and the welfare of the nurse. 

While nurses are trained primarily to be health promoters and 
health preservers, they are also required to be skilled administrators 
and organizers, strong leaders and teachers. They must be cheerful, 
optimistic, full of imagination and endowed with unlimited common 
sense. They must be equipped to mingle freely in all grades of society. 
They are called on to take their places on the public platform and to 
cooperate in all forms of social and philanthropic organizations and 
activities. Well directed social activities in nursing education will 
aid the development of many of these qualifications. At any rate 
they will start the young woman in the right direction. At the same 
time the much needed physical and mental relaxation will be provided 
and an opportunity given for the development of natural talents. 

Any activities which stimulate and invigorate the body react also 
on the mental life and the growth of intellectual powers. A recreative 
activity which calls for keenness of intellect, concentration of thought, 
intensity of effort, and the resourcefulness of the nurse would help to 
fit her for the demands made on her judgment in dealing with the 
serious problems which come thick and fast during her three years in 
the school as well as in her future life. The physical benefits which 
come from the free recreative activity of dancing, the bodily strength 
and endurance developed by exercise in the gymnasium or swimming 
pool, the general toning up that accompanies physical relaxation and 
release from restraint in the recreation room, the sense of independence 
and the realization of self responsibility obtained through student 
self-government, the socializing influences of good fellowship in social 
activities, all these are needed by our pupil nurses today. 

Their work among the sick throws them into surroundings which 
tend to separate them from the pleasures and activities of young life. 
It is especially necessary that through recreative activities, through 
social intercourse and outside interests, through contact with more 
normal influences, their natural instincts should find a proper outlet 
and our young nurses be helped to keep their place in society. Social 
activities among our pupils should aim at personal development, the 
cultivation of sociability, mutual helpfulness among the students, an 
increase in the spirit of loyalty to the school and cooperation which is 
the foundation of every institution. 



